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The pelts of fur-bearing animals have sartorial significance. The different colours 
and features of a species can be used to create patterns and particular effects. 

The position of cut marks and the bones left with the pelt or discarded with the 
carcass will be dictated by the method of skinning used. Two main methods of 
skinning, open and case, are often considered. However, the desired end product 
could mean an animal is skinned in a more specific way than the generic case or 
open technique, and skinning an animal can  in fact leave no evidence at all.

The skinning of stoats, hares and squirrels has been carried out with a view to 
informing the interpretation of archaeological assemblages containing fur-
bearing species. Prior experience as a taxidermist has also been applied. 

Experiments were carried out to compare the use of different blades, and the skinning of different species. 
All the skinning was carried out while being mindful of the ways in which the fur could be used as part of a 
garment. 

The experience of skinning these small fur-bearing animals provided great insight into the variability that 
can exist in the methods, tools and techniques involved, and the likelihood of diagnostic cut marks and bone 
assemblages existing. The skinning results were applied to the taphonomic signatures revealed by a meta-
analysis of assemblages of fur-bearing species. 

The meta-analysis revealed that the most frequent depositions appeared to be of complete carcasses with 
no cut marks. The skinning experiments revealed how easy it is to pull the pelt free of the paws of small fur-
bearers such stoat and squirrel. Thus a skinned carcass could easily bear no trace of the skinning process, and 
an assemblage of just the paws and/or tails of  stoats and squirrels suggests a very specific process. 

Rather than representing 
skinning waste, i.e. 
deposition of the unwanted 
parts of a carcass, a skewed 
deposit like that shown 
below seems far more likely 
to represent the remains 
of an actual garment, on 
which the paws of a squirrel 
were a desired sartorial 
embellishment. 
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Medieval skinners at work

Pulling the pelt free from the paws of a stoat without the use of a blade
An example of a medieval deposit of squirrel bone from a 
London site, presented using adjusted fragment values as part 
of a meta-analysis
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